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As I begin to bid farewell to the Commission on Faith 
and Order, let me play once again the (methodological) 
devil’s advocate in relation to our work on ecumenical 
ecclesiology and on moral discernment, and do it in 
connection with the 70" anniversary of the third world 
conference on Faith and Order, held in Lund, Sweden, in 
1952" 


I. The Ecumenical dead-end kids 


As Faith and Order advanced preparations for its 1952 
world conference, a British journal published an article 
about the conference with a premonitory title: “The 
Ecumenical Dead-End Kids”. 


I can hardly imagine a more suitable title. It was indeed a 
dead-end. The freshness — and perhaps the illusions - of 
the first two world conferences were no longer there. 
Many of the pioneers of the movement had passed. 
WWII had divided those who had become friends during 
the first two world conferences. Progress was modest. 


Theology wise, the situation was even worse. For at least 
two reasons. First, the work done through the first two 
world conferences was suddenly blocked by the first 
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assembly of the WCC as it issued a statement on unity 
that argued that churches were divided by “our deepest 
difference”, which expressed itself in two paradigms of 
Christian faith called “catholic” and “protestant”: “The 
essence of our situation is that, from each side of the 
division, we see the Christian faith and life as a self- 
consistent whole, but our conceptions of the whole are 
inconsistent with each other”. 


Second, there was an acute perception among F&O 
leaders that the method of comparing agreements and 
disagreements among the different traditions, largely used 
by Lausanne1927 and Edinburgh1937, had reached the 


limits of its ecumenical potential. How to move forward? 


II. Towards dead-ends in ecumenical ecclesiology 
and moral discernment? 


Let us now turn our attention to our own work. Please 
pay attention to the following titles and dates. 
“Concerning the Church” was a chapter of a F&O Paper 
published in 1926 in preparation for Lausanne1927*. 
“The Nature of the Church” was one of the sections of 
Lausanne1927 and its report’. “The Communion of the 
Saints” was one of the sections of Edinburgh 1937 and 
its report®. The Nature of the Church was an anthology of 
papers published in 1951 in preparation for Lund 1952’. 
“The Nature and Mission of the Church” was a section 
of a report on “Christ and His Church” adopted by Lund 
19528. 
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Between 1987 and 2021, two or three generations of 
theologians contributed passion, scholarship, time and 
energy to three successive versions of the attempt at a 
convergence on the fundamental understanding of the 
Church, with titles that reminded the Faith and Order 
papers mentioned above: The Nature and Purpose of the 
Church’ and The Nature and Mission of the Church”. The 
summary of the responses to The Church: Towards a 
Common Vision does not seem to suggest an immediate 
ecumenical ecclesiological breakthrough". 


After what was accomplished by all these attempts of the 
past 96 years, how do we know that the future of the work 
on ecclesiology will not be defined purely by inertia — 
“Faith and Order must do something on ecclesiology as 
it has always done...” — but in response to needs that may 
inspire new ecumenical breakthroughs? Which are those 
needs in ecumenical ecclesiology - if they do exist and 
have not yet been addressed? Are there areas of 
ecumenical ecclesiology that have not yet been explored? 


An equally serious question may be raised in relation the 
work of broadening the table of ecumenical ecclesiology. 
Here the challenge is to move forward in a post-colonial 
way. If it is arguable that the Faith and Order ecumenical 
theological work has an Eurocentric ethos under its 
universal outlook, then the following question needs to 
be addressed: is it possible to envisage the continuation 
of the study on the new forms of Christian communities 
that characterise world Christianity today as both an 
ecumenical theological study (that means: aiming at 
visible unity) and a study that does not seek to impose on 
those communities ways of being church that many of 
them associate with a missionary, colonial past? What to 
do ecumenically and ecclesiologically about it? 


? Geneva, WCC, 1998, F&O Digital: wecfops2.188. 

10 Geneva, WCC, 2005, F&O Digital: wecfops2.205. 

1 What are the Churches saying about the Church? Key findings and proposals from the 
responses to The Church: Towards a Common Vision, Geneva, WCC, 2021. Free 
download: www.oikoumene.org/resources/publications /what-are-the- 
churches-saying-about-the-church. 


A last equally serious “dead-end” question may be raised 
in relation to the future of the work on moral 
discernment. In response to objections raised at the final 
stage of the first study on moral discernment, we have 
embarked in 2015 in a comprehensive study on authority 
and moral discernment in different traditions’? as well as 
on the ways in which the different traditions may 
reconsider their teaching in response to changing 
historical circumstances". The study included a final 
report, which is in fact a sound appeal to a dialogue of 
charity and truth on conflicting issues". 


However, we find ourselves today not only in an 
ecumenical situation in which divisive ethical issues seem 
to have outweighed the three main requirements for unity 
from New Delhi 1961 — namely: apostolic faith, 
sacramental life, ministry — but also in an ecumenical 
situation in which growing polarisation, especially on 
issues of human sexuality, is increasingly the expression 
of conflicting ways of envisaging the role of Christianity 
in our societies: should it be one of the many voices about 
human flourishing — like in modern liberal, pluralist and 
secularised societies — or should it seek to be once again 
— like in ancient Christendom — the cement of society 
that, in synergy with the state, overcomes 
dechristianisation, moral “decadence” engendered by 
moral relativism, and confines, if it does not crush the 
extension of human rights to “minorities” and 
particularly gender minorities. How to move theologically 
forward in such circumstances? 
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III. After the “ecumenical dead-end kids” 


It is a tautology to say - when we celebrate the 70" 
anniversary of the Lund world conference - that Faith and 
Order has survived the dangerous dead-end represented 
by the attempt at reaching authentic theological 
convergence through a comparative method when the 
partners in dialogue were stranded from each other by a 
fundamental difference hidden under the (apparent) 
lexical commonalities emerging from the comparison 
between their different confessional languages. 


Not only did Faith and Order survive. It also innovated. 
During the weeks leading to the Lund conference, a kind 
of blitz on the traditional comparative method of the first 
two world conferences was put in place. When the 
conference opened, Leonard Hodgson’s address on “The 
Task of the Third World Conference on Faith and 
Order”, stroke first. “Can we go on for ever and ever, 
round and round in the same circle, explaining ourselves 
to one another?” he asked the audience'’. In his paper 
“The Pilerim People of God”, the German Edmund 
Schlink was direct. The Faith and Order movement finds 
itself, it seems to me, he wrote, “in a crisis concerning its 
method’’"’. Finally, the conference secretary, Oliver 
Tomkins, noted in his address “Implications of the 
Ecumenical Movement” that the establishment of the 
World Council of Churches “brings us to the end of what 


I would call a mere comparative ecclesiology’. 


This rebellion against a tradition (lower case, please) was 
the origin of the so-called “christological method”. “We 
have seen clearly”, notes the conference in its message to 
the churches “that we can make no real advance towards 
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unity if we only compare our several conceptions of the 
nature of the Church and the traditions in which they are 
embodied”. We need from now on “to penetrate behind 
our divisions to a deeper and richer understanding of the 
mystery of the God-given union of Christ with His 
Church”. We need increasingly to realise, it concluded, 
“that the separate histories of our Churches find their full 
meaning only if seen in the perspective of God’s dealing 
with His whole people.’ The fruits of this 
methodological rebellion were harvested, for instance, in 
1982, when Faith and Order adopted a text called Baptism, 
Eucharist and Ministry”. 


As we move this year to a needed in-depth reflection 
about the future of the Faith and Order theological 
service to the churches’ growth towards the 
manifestation of our given unity in Christ, let us keep in 
mind that we do ecumenical theology not for an ideal 
church in the world of ideas, but for divided churches in 
today’s world; that sometimes, subversive imagination 
may be the best service to faithful continuity; and, last but 
not least, that we should avoid by all means the 
temptation of Faith and Order nostalgia, the temptation 
of idealising a past age in which great theologians would 
have made the glory of this Commission. That age is gone 
and, probably, the notion of “great”, “universal” 
theologians is gone with it too. In my view, this kind of 
nostalgia does not help to respect the serious way in 
which you have remarkably served the Church of Christ 
in this Commission during the past eight years. Thank 
you. 
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